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Foreword

¥

This volume is one in a continuing series of books now being
prepared by the Federal Research Division of the Library of Con-
gress under the Country Studies—Area Handbook Program. The
last page of this book lists the other published studies.

Most books in the seriesdeal with a particular foreign country,
describing and analyzing its political, economic, social, and national
security systems and institutions, and examining the interrelation-
ships of those systems and the ways they are shaped by cultural
factors. Each study is written by a multidisciplinary team of social
scientists. The authors seek to provide a basic understanding of
the observed society, striving for a dynamic rather than a static
portrayal. Particular attention is devoted to the people who make
up the society, their origins, dominant beliefs and values, their com-
mon interests and the issues on which they are divided, the nature
and extent of their involvement with national institutions, and their
attitudes toward each other and toward their social system and
political order.

The books represent the analysis of the authors and should not
be construed as an expression of an official United States govern-
ment position, policy, or decision. The authors have sought to
adhere to accepted standards of scholarly objectivity. Corrections,
additions, and suggestions for changes from readers will be wel-
comed for use in future editions.
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Preface

The Area Handbook for Thailand, first published in 1971, was re-
vised in 1981 as Thailand: A Country Study. This volume, a revision
of the 1981 edition, recounts developments in Thailand during the
1980s, a period of relative political stability and respectable eco-
nomic growth. Recently Thailand’s attention has focused increas-
ingly on regional concerns as, in concert with other members of
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), it has
attempted to deal with the problem of the Vietnamese occupation
of Cambodia.

Like its predecessors, this study is an attempt to present an objec-
tive and concise account of the dominant social, economic, poli-
tical, and national security concerns of contemporary Thailand,
as well as to provide a historical framework for this overview. The
1981 edition, which this volume replaces, was prepared by a team
composed of Robert Rinehart, Irving Kaplan, Donald P. Whitaker,
Rinn-Sup Shinn, and Harold D. Nelson and led by Frederica M.
Bunge.

The current Thailand: A Country Study results from the combined
etforts of a multidisciplinary team. The authors obtained informa-
tion from a variety of sources, including scholarly studies, official
reports of government and international organizations, and for-
eign and domestic newspapers and periodicals. Brief commentary
on some of the more useful and readily accessible English-language
sources appears at the end of each chapter. Full references to these
and other sources used by the authors are listed in the Bibliography.

The authors have tried to limit the use of foreign and technical
terms, which are defined when they first appear in the study. Read-
ers are also referred to the Glossary at the back of the book. In
general, Thai personal names conform to the system of romaniza-
tion followed by the Library of Congress. Certain exceptions have
been made, including names of the monarchs of the Chakkri
Dynasty (see table 2, Appendix) and those of certain other per-
sons more familiar to Western readers in variant forms. Some
religious and social terms are given in Thai; others are in Sanskrit,
following usage in Webster’s Third New International Dictionary
(unabridged edition), or in Pali, the language of Theravada Bud-
dhist scriptures. Contemporary place-names used in this study are
those approved by the United States Board on Geographic Names.
All measurements are given in tiie metric system (see table 1,
Appendix).
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Country Profile
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Country

Formal Name: Kingdom of Thailand.
Short Form: Thailand (formerly Siam).
Term for Citizens: Thai.

Capital: Bangkok.

Geography
Size: Approximately 514,000 square kilometers.

Topography: Chief topographic features include central plain
dominated by Mae Nam (river) Chao Phraya and its tributaries.
To northeast rises dry, undulating Khorat Plateau bordered on east
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by Mekong River. Mountains along northern and western bor-
ders with Burma extend south into narrow, largely rain-forested
Malay Peninsula. Network of rivers and canals associated with
northern mountains and central plain drain, via Chao Phraya, into
Gulf of Thailand. Mae Nam Mun and other northeastern streams
drain via Mekong into South China Sea. Soils vary. Topography
and drainage define four regions: North, Northeast, Center, and
South.

Climate: Tropical monsoon climate. Southwest monsoons arriv-
ing between May and July signal start of rainy season lasting until
October. Cycle reverses with northeast monsoon in November and
December, ushering in dry season. Cooler temperatures give way
to extremely hot, dry weather March through May. In general,
rainfall heaviest in South, lightest in Northeast.

Society

Population: About 53 million in 1987; 1.9 percent annual growth
rate in 1986, down from 3.1 in 1960 and 2.5 in late 1970s. Level
of urbanization 17 percent in 1987, mostly concentrated in capital
region. Bangkok metropolitan area population estimated at 5.5 mil-
lion in 1987; ten next largest cities range between 80,000 and
110,000 in population. Overall density 100.5 persons per square
kilometer in 1987, varying from 62 in Chiang Mat Province to 3,292
in Bangkok.

Languages: More than 85 percent of population speak dialect of
Thai (a member of Tai language family); most prevalent are Thai-
Lao, spoken in Northeast, and Central Thai, which is official lan-
guage taught in schools and used in government. Other languages
spoken by members of ethnic minorities include Chinese (chiefly
Teochiu), Malay, Karen, and Khmer. Smaller groups speak Tai
languages such as Shan, Lua, and Phutai. Many minority peo-
ples, especially Chinese, also speak Thai.

Ethnic and Regional Groups: Four regional categories make up
core Thai population: Central Thai (32 percent); Thai-Lao (30 per-
cent); Northern Thai (17 percent); and Southern Thai (5 percent).
Largest minority consists of Chinese (11 percent), followed by
Malay (3-4 percent), and Khmer (1 percent). Remaining minor-
ity groups, including numerous hill tribes, together constituted no
more than 2 percent of the population.

Religion: Almost all core Thai, some other Tai speakers, Khmer,
and Mon practice Theravada Buddhism. Islam represented chiefly
among Malay. Christians found among hill peoples and Vietnamese.
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Education: Government supports universal free primary educa-
tion. Most children attend school several years at least, and more
than 85 percent of population literate. Fewer than three out of ten
children continue beyond elementary level. More than a dozen
universities and specialized postsecondary institutions provide
higher education for about 3 percent of youth.

Health: Access to modern medical care and trained physicians
chiefly in Bangkok and provincial towns, although government
developing rural health centers. Unavailability of potable water for
most of rural population contributes to disease. In 1986 life expec-
tancy at birth sixty-one years for men, sixty-five years for women.

Economy

Salient Features: Mixed economy includes both strong private sec-
tor and state enterprises; government assumes responsibility for
general infrastructure development. Basically capitalist, commit-
ted to free trade. Rapid economic development of 1960s and 1970s
slowed by worldwide recession of early 1980s. Strong recovery by
1987. Bangkok metropolitan area faced problems of rapid modern-
ization, including housing shortages and pressure on such basic
services as water, sewage, and health care.

Agriculture: Food surpluses produced by dominant agricultural
sector of enterprising, independent smallholders. About 69 per-
cent of labor force engaged in sector, and nearly 80 percent of popu-
lation dependent on it for livelihood in the mid-1980s. Agricultural
commodities accounted for some 60 percent of export values in late
1980s. Major crops included rice, maize, cassava, rubber, sugar-
cane, coconuts, cotton, kenaf, and tobacco. Forest cover decreased
from more than 50 percent in 1961 to less than 30 percent in 1987.
Fisheries important for food supply and foreign exchange earnings.

Industry: Modern enterprises mainly concentrated in Bangkok and
surrounding provinces. Majority Thai owned, but joint foreign ven-
tures numerous; state enterprises form important segment. In late
1980s, sector accounted for roughly 20 percent of gross domestic
product (GDP) and 30 percent of total exports. Main categories
of manufacturing included food and beverages, textiles and apparel,
and wood and mineral products. Mineral resources contributed
about 2 percent to gross national product (GNP) and included tin,
tungsten, fluorite, antimony, and precious stones, all significant
foreign exchange earners.

Energy Sources: Exploited domestic resources include small oil
fields, large lignite deposits, natural gas in Gulf of Thailand, and
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hydroelectric power. Extensive, largely unevaluated oil shale
deposits also identified, but exploitation economically infeasible in
1980s. Thermal (oil, natural gas, and lignite) power generation
accounted for about 70 percent of total 7,570 megawatt installed
generating capacity in 1986; hydropower, which remained largely
unexploited, supplied about 30 percent. Electricity generally avail-
able in Bangkok metropolitan area and in about 43,000 of nation’s
some 48,000 villages (mostly near Bangkok). Rural program under
way for electrification of remaining villages by late 1990s.

Foreign Trade: Major exports primary and processed agricultural
products, tin, clothing, and other manufactured consumer goods.
Major imports capital goods, intermediate products, and raw
materials; petroleum products largest single import by monetary
value since mid-1970s. Largest trading partners Japan and United
States; trade with Japan characterized by large deficit.

Transportation and Communications

Railroads: Main lines (4,000 kilometers of track) originating in
Bangkok run to national borders with Malaysia in south, Cambodia
in east, and Laos in northeast; a northern line goes to Chiang Mai.
Railroads remained important in 1987 for transport of bulk com-
modities and passengers despite heavy inroads by truck and bus
transport.

Roads: Primary network of national highways (20,000 kilometers),
more than 90 percent paved. Secondary system of provincial roads
(more than 24,000 kilometers)—many impassable in rainy
season—tie provincial towns and population centers to national
highway system. Village roads, tracks, and footpaths totaled
between 40,000 and 60,000 kilometers. Motor vehicles registered
in 1984 included 688,000 automobiles (most in Bangkok metropoli-
tan area), 600,000 commercial vehicles, and nearly 2 million motor-
cycles.

Inland Waterways: Extensive network of waterways formed by
rivers and canals of central plain and Chao Phraya Delta carry pas-
sengers and extensive quantities of rice and other freight. Naviga-
ble by barge to Uttaradit in rainy season and to Nakhon Sawan
in dry season.

Maritime Shipping: Bangkok, preeminent port, handled about
98 percent of imports, 65 percent of exports, and about 40 percent
of coastal traffic in the mid-1980s. Some thirty small ports along
Gulf of Thailand and Andaman Sea. Merchant fleet in international
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service in 1985 totaled about 100 freighters, tankers, and bulk car-
riers. Unknown number of small coastal craft supported trade with
Malaysia and Singapore.

Civil Aviation: Domestic air service to about twenty cities and
towns throughout country and also flights to Penang, Vientiane,
and Hanol in late 1980s. International service provided by Thai
Airways International (THAI) from Bangkok and Chiang Mai to
Asia, Middle East, Europe, North America, and Australia. About
forty international airlines also served Thailand. Bangkok main
air traffic center for Asia-Europe flights.

Telecommunications: By mid-1980s about 560,000 telephones (70
percent located in Bangkok), 275 radio stations, nearly 8 million
radio receivers, 9 television stations (all color), and more than 3
million television sets.

Government and Politics

Party and Government: Constitutional monarchy established
1932. King Bhumibol Adulyadej (1946~ ) formally reigns over
highly centralized unitary state, but real decision making in affairs
of state rests with prime minister, in late 1987 General Prem
Tinsulanonda. Prime minister need not be elected member of Na-
tional Assembly, the national legislature; can assume position solely
by assertion of leadership, with his role subsequently legitimized
through pro forma royal appointment. Governmental system based
on Constitution promulgated in December 1978 and divided into
executive, bicameral legislature (House of Representatives and
Senate), and judiciary. Multiparty system with sixteen parties par-
ticipating in 1986 election; partisan politics gaining in importance
but still largely a function of personalities. Practical politics con-
fined mostly to members of military-bureaucratic elites and their
supporters.

Administrative Divisions: Country divided into seventy-three
provinces (changwat); subdivisions include districts (amphoe), sub-
districts (king amphoe), communes (tambon), villages (muban), and
municipalities (tesaban).

Judicial System: Judiciary consists of Supreme Court, Court of
Appeal, magistrates’ courts, labor and juvenile courts, and courts
of first instance. Judges appointed and removed only with approval
of Judicial Service Commission, which exercises jurisdiction over
courts. Ministry of Justice appoints and supervises administrative
personnel and determines matters of judicial procedure.
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Foreign Affairs: Strong interest shown in development of mul-
tilateral relations with ncighboring countries through Association
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN); in early 1987, major con-
cern of Thailand and ASEAN was continuing presence of Viet-
namese troops in Cambodia.

National Security

Armed Forces: Total personnel strength about 273,000 in
mid-1987; components were Royal Thai Army (190,000), Royal
Thai Navy (40,000, including 20,000 marines), and Royal Thai
Air Force (43,000). Conscription law required 2 years’ military
service by male citizens between ages of 21 and 30, except those
granted exemptions for variety of reasons; about 30,000 inducted
annually. Reserves totaled approximately 500,000, most having
served in army.

Combat Units and Major Equipment: Army organized into seven
infantry divisions (including five tank battalions), one armored di-
vision, one cavalry civision (with an armor capability), eight in-
dependent infantry battalions, two special forces divisions, one field
artillery division, and one air defense artillery division. Naval com-
bat forces included Royal Fleet of some 150 vessels and brigade
of Royal Thai Marine Corps composed of one artillery battalion,
six infantry battalions, and one amphibious assault battalion. Air
force consisted of one forward ground attack squadron, two fighter-
interceptor squadrons, one armed reconnaissance squadron, three
transport squadrons, one utility squadron, two helicopter squad-
rons, one training squadron, seven counterinsurgency squadrons,
and four battalions of airfield defense troops. Equipment inven-
tory included about 150 combat and 100 support aircraft. Com-
bat aircraft included thirty-eight F~-5E and F-5F fighter-bombers;
twelve F-16 fighters scheduled for delivery in 1988. In 1987 bulk
of armored fighting vehicles, artillery, missiles, aircraft, and naval
vessels provided by United States; additional sources included Brit-
ain, Italy, Israel, Canada, France, Indonesia, Japan, and New
Zealand. Domestic arms industry growing rapidly.

Military Budget: In the mid-1980s, outlays for national defense,
including internal security costs, averaged about 30 percent of total
annual government expenditures and about 4.2 percent of GNP.

Police Agencies and Paramilitary Forces: Thailand National
Police Department total personnel strength about 110,000 in 1987;
major operational components included Provincial Police,
Metropolitan Police, Border Patrol Police (BPP), and Central
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Investigation Bureau. Paramilitary forces included BPP and civilian
militia-like Volunteer Defense Corps; both used in suppressing
armed insurgency supported by Communist Party of Thailand.

Foreign Military Alliances: United States remained committed
to Thai security under Rusk-Thanat agreement of 1962 between
United States and Thailand.
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Introduction

A STABLE AND PROSPERING NATION located in the heart
of mainland Southeast Asia, Thailand faced the 1990s with abun-
dant resources, not the least of which was its people. Thai society
was characterized by a rich blend of cultural traits, an open-
ness to new ideas, and a high degree of adaptability to new situa-
tions. Despite a certain amount of diversity, Thal society, according
to many observers, was bound together by three basic tenets:
Theravada Buddhism, support for the Thai monarchy, and pride
of citizenship in the only nation in Southeast Asia to have main-
tained its independence throughout its history, including the colonial
era (see fig. 1).

Centuries of migration of various peoples into the region cen-
tered on the valley of the Mae Nam (river) Chao Phraya, followed
by decades of conscious nation building by the rulers of the Chakkri
Dynasty, had resulted in a relatively homogeneous society based
on a wide range of cultural influences. The majority of the populace
could trace its lineage over the centuries to the Tai penples (see
Glossary) who inhabited southern China in the first millennium
A.D. Forced southward by the pressure of an expanding Chinese
empire, bands of Tai filtered into Southeast Asia interacting with
other ethnic groups that had preceded them. By the late thirteenth
century, the Tai states of Sukhothai and Lan Na had been founded
in regions previously ruled by the Khmer and the Mon. respec-
tively. Through interaction with these two peoples, the Tai were
exposed to the culture, religion, arts, and languages of India. The
Hindu-Buddhist traditions of neighboring Mon and Khmer king-
doms strongly influenced the development of the Tai concept of
kingship.

Following the fourteenth-century relocation of the Sukhothai cap-
ital southward to Ayutthaya on the floodplain of the Chao Phraya,
Theravada Buddhism was made the state religion. The Ayutthaya
kings gradually extended their suzerainty southward into the Malay
Peninsula in the fifteenth century, where their expansion was
stopped by the Muslim state of Malacca. To the east, Ayutthaya
established intermittent control over the old Khmer Empire. The
sixteenth to eighteenth centuries were marked by frequent wars
with the Burmese kingdoms to the northwest, culminating in the
destruction of the capital of Ayutthaya by the Burmese in 1767.
Qut of the ashes of Ayutthaya arose a new Tai kingdom centered
at Thon Buri on the Chao Phraya Delta. In the following century
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the rulers of the Chakkri Dynasty, having moved the capital across
the river to Bangkok, expanded their control over neighboring Tai
principalities centered at Chiang Mai to the north and Vientiane
and Luang Prabang to the east. The new kingdom, known as Siam,
also established a tributary relationship over the Khmers of Cam-
bodia. Trade with China and India was greatly expanded, and
Siamese control was established over many of the trade depots of
the Malay Peninsula.

The economy of Siam, as that of its predecessers, Ayutthaya and
Sukhothai, was based on wet-rice agriculture. The peasantry, who
worked not only their own rice fields but also performed service
for a lord or patron under a system known as sakd: na (see Glos-
sary), made up the vast majority of the population. Rice produc-
tion was greatly increased in the second half of the nineteenth
century as new lands were cultivated by an expanding peasantry.
By the end of the century, Siam was a major rice-exporting coun-
try, with most exports going to India and China. Jobs associated
with the rice trade—merchants, millers, and stevedores—were filled
by Chinese immigrants, who increasingly flooded into the region
from southeastern China after 1850. Many Chinese also entered
the lower echelons of the Siamese civil service at that time.

The international side of Siam’s rice trade was largely handled
by Western merchants. European traders and missionaries had
made their way to the Tai court at Ayutthaya as early as the six-
teenth century. Substantial Western impact on Siam, however,
began with the reign of King Mongkut (Rama IV, 1851-68). Prior
to his accession to the throne, Mongkut had had extensive contact
with Western missionaries and had studied European languages,
science, and mathematics. Determined that his kingdom should
not fall under Western colonial rule, as had neighboring Burma,
Mongkut established diplomatic and trade relations with Britain,
France, the United States, and other Western powers during his
reign. As a result, Siam became a part of the international eco-
nomic community. Under Mongkut’s son and successor,
Chulalongkorn (Rama V, 1868-1910), major reforms and Western-
ization of the bureaucracy and society were adopted. At the same
time, the central government tightened its control over outlying
territories in the North and Northeast geographical regions that
had previously been rather loosely governed through local princes
and chiefs. By the early twentieth century, however, Siam had been
forced to give up its suzerainty over Laos and western Cambodia
to the French and its control over four Muslim states on the Malay
Peninsula to the British. In return for these losses, Siam became
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a protected buffer state between French Indochina and British
Malaya and Burma.

Reform and modernization supported by Mongkut and
Chulalongkorn led to the rise of a Westernized military and politi-
cal elite who increasingly agitated for a liberalizing of the political
process. The Chakkri kings of the early twentieth century and their
close advisers were somewhat less concerned with modernization
of their rule and resisted efforts at establishing a constitutional
monarchy. In 1932 a small group of Westernized military leaders
and top bureaucrats organized a bloodless coup, forcing a constitu-
tional monarchy on King Prajadhipok (Rama VII, 1925-35). Divi-
siveness within the coup leadership, however, resulted in several
decades of new constitutions and repeated coups, led by various
military-bureaucratic factions.

In 1939 the highly nationalistic regime of Prime Minister Luang
Plaek Phibunsongkhram changed the name of the country to Muang
Thai (Land of the Free), or Thailand. Negotiation and compromise
by Phibun (as he was known) and his colleagues in government
enabled the Thai to avoid the whole weight of a Japanese occupa-
tion force during World War II. Although officially the Thai govern-
ment had declared war on the Allies, its declaratioi. was never
delivered or accepted in the United States, which became a gather-
ing point for Thai resistance efforts. Following the war, the Thai
military continued its ascendancy in national life, and a growing
communist insurgency in the 1950s prompted a buildup of Thai
military strength. The United States government provided aid in
the form of weapons and training for the Royal Thai Armed Forces.
As United States involvement in Southeast Asia steadily increased
during the Second Indochina War (1954-75), Thailand gave per-
mission for the stationing of United States troops at a number of
Thai naval and air bases, which were expanded and modernized.
Following the end of the war and the détente between Beijing and
Washington, Thailand established its own détente with China,
which agreed not to support the Communist Party of Thailand.
Thereafter, the government applied a combined military-economic
approach to defeat the communist insurgents, who had dwindled
to a handful by the mid-1980s.

Student-led demonstrations in the 1970s had resulted in the liber-
alization of government policies and a brief, but unsuccessful,
experiment with democratic government. By the late 1970s, the
Thai military-bureaucratic elites were again firmly in charge.
Although the 1978 Constitution called for an elected House of
Representatives in the nation’s bicameral legislature, the National
Assembly, the prime minister continued to be selected by a small
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group of top-ranking military and bureaucratic leaders with the
official approval of the king. There was no constitutional require-
ment that the prime minister be an elected official, and not since
1976 had the position been filled by an elected member of parlia-
ment. The members of the Senate, largely drawn from the armed
forces and police, were nominated by the prime minister and
approved by the king (see The Central Government, ch. 4).
As a constitutional monarch, King Bhumibol Adulyadej (Rama
IX, 1946~ ) had endeavored to maintain a low political profile
throughout his reign, and he appeared to be dedicated to the ex-
pansion of the democratic process in Thailand. Bhumibol’s devo-
tion to the welfare of his people was widely recognized. His
particular interests included agricultural research and water resource
management, and he had initiated some 4,600 development projects
in these areas. A working monarch, the king (as well as his fami-
ly) spent many months of the year visiting all corners of the realm,
acquainting himself with the problems and needs of the people.
Bhumibol’s rare assertions of political influence had been employed
chiefly to maintain stability; in 1981 and again in 1985 he refused
to support a military coup attempt, instead backing the legitimately
elected government and the Constitution. Although the Thai
government had been changed by an endless succession of coups
and countercoups following the 1932 revolt, there had not been
a successful coup since 1977. In 1987 Prime Minister Prem
Tinsulanonda had served seven years in the post, despite the two
attempted coups. The country’s political stability in the 1980s had
provided a favorable setting for Thailand’s expanding economy.
By 1987 the Thai economy was continuing to rebound from the
worldwide recession that had resulted from the rising oil prices of
the mid-1970s (see Economic and Financial Development, ch. 3).
The economy grew by more than 6 percent in 1987 and was ex-
pected to increase by at least that much in 1988. The manufactur-
ing sector increased by more than 8 percent in 1987, reflecting a
growing trend in the structure of the Thai economy toward light
industry. Although food processing and other agro-industries con-
tinued to be important, expansion was taking place in many in-
dustries, such as textiles, where production was up nearly 50 percent
in 1987 over the previous year. Exports of manufactures that grew
rapidly in 1987 included plastic parts (up 187 percent), computer
parts (up 111 percent), footwear (up 100 percent), and ball bear-
ings (up 70 percent). In 1987 manufacturing accounted for about
22 percent of the gross domestic product (GDP—see Glossary).
Providing sufficient energy for its fast-growing industrial base,
however, was a serious problem. Efforts were ongoing to find a
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